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COMPONENT META-DATA 



Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates generally to methods and apparatus for 
5 providing meta-data for digital components and more particularly to methods and 

apparatus for providing securely extensible meta-data for components of digital 
content. 



Background of the Invention 

In the past, computers generally operated on files of relatively simple 

1 0 data, such as a program object file or a data file containing ASCII text. Now 

computers operate on complex systems of interrelated components. For example, a 
program may comprise dozens of modules that are dynamically loaded and released as 
needed. Whereas a document, such as a web page, may be composed of multiple 
interrelated files, including text, images, audio, video, links to other documents, and 

1 5 executable routines. 

To better cope with the explosion in complexity, many developers 
employ component-based development techniques. Using these techniques, complex 
systems can be constructed by combining simpler, robust components. For example, a 
web page may be composed of a template component that defines the basic look and 

2 0 feel of the web site as a whole, combined with a text component that specifies the 



textual content to be laid out according to the template. 

Generally, components are units of code or content that are 
independently deployable, and that may be used with other components to build 
systems, such as software applications and digital content. Components may also be 
used to build other components. A component should be well-separated from its 
environment and from other components, should be self-contained, and should have a 
well-defined interface. The interface of a software component typically includes 
definitions of the publically accessible features of the component, such as functions, 
classes, or global variables. These portions of the external interface are referred to as 
the functional or programmatic interface of the software component because they 
define how the software component functions. Because the interface determines how a 
component may be invoked, a component based system may allow multiple component 
implementations to express the same interface. 

In addition to the functional aspects of a component specified in the 
component interface, components often have nonfunctional attributes as well. For 
example, the name of the programmer that created a software component, it's revision 
history, known bugs, a copyright notice, and a vendor identifier, are nonfunctional 
attributes of a component. As used herein, such nonfunctional or informational 
component attributes are referred to as meta-data. 

Although some component systems, such as those provided by the 

TM 

Java programming language, permit meta-data such as a vendor name or a version 
number to be associated with a component, the meta-data is often limited to a fixed set 
and typically cannot be extended. Other systems, such as the Component Object 
Model (COM) architecture, by Microsoft Corporation of Richmond, Washington do 
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not provide a mechanism for associating arbitrary meta-data with a component. It 
would therefore be desirable to provide a mechanism for associating arbitrary meta- 
data with digital components. 

However, statically associating arbitrary meta-data with a digital 
5 component may not be sufficient in a complex system incorporating many components. 

In some instances, it may be important to be able to add, delete, or update meta-data 
associated with a component. Meta-data associated with a component may include 
information that is apt to change over time, such as information identifying a web site 
or telephone number that may be used to obtain technical support about proper use of 
1 0 the component. Or, interface specifications may become deprecated or altered. It 

would therefore be desirable to provide a mechanism for modifying component meta- 
data. 

In addition to information such as providing vendor identification, 
references to technical support, and the like, meta-data may also be used to indicate 

1 5 that a component complies with a relevant standard or meets certain safety 

requirements. For example, a third party certification organization may add a meta- 
data element to a component indicating that the component complies with the POSIX 
specification or that the manufacturer is ISO 9000 certified. Such meta-data may only 
be relied upon if it is secure from tampering and alteration. However, such meta-data 

2 0 may need to be changed or revoked, if, for example, an area of non-compliance were 

found after the original certification was given. It would therefore be desirable to 
provide methods for securing meta-data against tampering while providing for 
authorized changes to the meta-data. 



Summary of the Invention 

It is, therefore, an object of the invention to provide methods and 
apparatus for associating arbitrary meta-data with digital components. 

It is also an object of the invention to provide methods and apparatus 
for modifying component meta-data. 

In addition, it is an object of the invention to provide methods and 
apparatus for securing meta-data against tampering while providing for authorized 
changes to the meta-data. 

These and other objects and advantages of the present invention are 
provided by a meta-data structure and system comprising local meta-data associated 
with a component. Meta-data supplements provide a mechanism for extending or 
changing the local meta-data. Digital signatures associated with the component, the 
meta-data, and the supplements may be used to authenticate the supplements and 
authorize updates to component meta-data. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

The above and other objects and advantages of the present invention 
will be apparent upon consideration of the following detailed description taken in 
conjunction with the accompanying drawings, in which like characters refer to like 
parts throughout, and in which: 

FIG. 1 is a schematic representation of a component, showing 
illustrative meta-data associated with the component; 

FIG. 2 is a schematic representation of a component and a meta-data 
supplement in accordance with the principles of the present invention; and 



FIG. 3 is an illustrative flow chart of a process for finding meta-data 
associated with a component; 

FIG. 4 is a simplified diagram of an exemplary system in which the 
principles of the present invention may prove useful; 

FIG. 5 is an illustrative flowchart for adding a component to a 
component repository; and 

FIG. 6 is a flowchart of an illustrative procedure for adding a meta- 
data supplement to a repository. 

Detailed Description of the Invention 

In accordance with the principles of the present invention, complex 
systems of digital content may be constructed using one or more components. As used 
herein, a component is an independent content unit that may be used by, imported into, 
or combined with other content units. Components preferably have well-defined 
interfaces, so that components may be interconnected, without requiring detailed 
knowledge of their inner workings. 

Although the examples of components used herein generally involve 
software components, referred to as "packages," that contain software routines or 
objects that perform various functions, the present invention is applicable to other 
types of components as well. For example, a component may contain an interface 
definition, a document, images, music, video, spreadsheets, or other information that 
can be stored digitally. A component typically encapsulates a collection of related data 
or functionality, and may comprise one or more files. 

A program or other object that uses components is said to "import" the 
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components that it uses. Various mechanism are used to import a component when 
building a larger system. For example, in a C++ language program, interface 
definitions are imported using the "#include" directive; whereas, parameters passed to 
a linker may be used to indicate which run time libraries should be imported, or 
5 "linked," into the executable program. Alternatively, development tools such as 

integrated development environments (IDEs) may provide configuration settings or 
dialogs for specifying components to be imported. 

A component that is loaded and ready for use is said to be "bound" to 
the object that loaded it, and the process of loading the component and linking it to the 
1 0 program or other object that uses it is referred to as "binding." It will be understood 

by one skilled in the art that binding may be performed either when a component is 
built, when the content is loaded by an operating system, or on demand when the 
imported component is needed by another component. 

Referring now to FIG. 1, the structure of illustrative component 10, 
1 5 constructed in accordance with the principles of the present invention, is described. 

Component 10 comprises content 12, which may include code or other data, and meta- 
data 13, which may include a variety of information about component 10. The 
information included in meta-data 13 should minimally include a unique component 
identifier and will also typically include a component name. Meta-data 13 may also 
2 0 include a variety of other information, as described in detail herein. Parts of meta-data 

13 may be specified by a programmer or content developer during content 
development, while other parts may be computed and added to meta-data 13 by 
development tools. For example, a unique ID assigned to a component may be 
computed by using a secure hash function, as described in detail in a co-pending, 



commonly owned, patent application filed herewith, entitled "Method and Apparatus 
for Generating Unique Identifiers for Software Components". Similarly, the time at 
which component 10 was built or released would be computed and added to meta-data 
13 by a build or release tool. 

As shown in the inset, meta-data 13 comprises a series of meta-data 
elements, each including a key field, type field, value field, and mutability field. Key 
field 14 assigns names to each meta-data element. For example, a meta-data element 
for a unique component identifier may have a key field of "uid," while a meta-data item 
containing the name of the component author may have "author" in the key field. 

Type field 15 specifies the data type of the value field. To simplify 
reading, processing, and interpreting the meta-data, meta-data types are preferably 
restricted to a small set of fundamental data types. A preferred set of meta-data types 
includes bytes, characters, floating point numbers, integers, and strings. Arrays or 
sequences of the fundamental meta-data types are also to be supported. Other data 
types may include time stamp, digital signature, and structured version number (e.g., 
2.1.1). Note that arbitrary types may be simulated using arrays or strings of 
characters. Value field 16 contains data, of the appropriate type, associated with the 
corresponding key. 

Mutability field 17 indicates if, and under what circumstances, 
modification of a meta-data element is permitted. Meta-data mutability field 17 may 
be either an enumerated type, or a collection of Boolean flags indicating restrictions on 
the mutability of the meta-data element. Values for meta-data mutability field 17 may 
include values corresponding to 'immutable/ 'overridable/ 'extendible/ and 
'insecurely-extendable. 9 
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An immutable meta-data element is one having a value that cannot be 
modified after an initial value has been set. Whereas an overridable meta-data element 
is one in which the value of the meta-data element may be overridden by a value in a 
subsequent meta-data supplement as described below. For example, "uid" meta-data 
5 element 19a should not be modified once it has been assigned, but a "support" meta- 

data element 19b, containing a customer support telephone number, maybe overridden 
to accommodate changes to the telephone number. 

Extendable and insecurely-extendable meta-data elements may have 
additional values added, or appended, to previous values of the meta-data element. 

1 0 The difference being the level of security needed to extend the meta-data value. For 

example, "support" meta-data element 19b may be extended to include additional 
telephone numbers or a web site address. Whether security precautions must be taken 
when extending support meta-data element 19b is determined by the component author 
or vendor and specified in mutability field 17. 

1 5 Additional fields may also be included in a meta-data element depending 

on the application. The fields may have fixed or variable lengths and may be encoded 
using a variety of methods. For example, a meta-data element containing confidential 
information may have an encrypted value, and an additional field may be used to 
indicate whether the value is encrypted. 
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In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, meta-data 13 
includes a standard set of meta-data elements such as those listed in table 1. It will be 
understood that the meta-data associated with a component may vary, and that some 
systems will include additional meta-data in the standard set of meta-data. It will also 
5 be understood that some of the meta-data items listed in Table 1, such as the name of 



Meta-data Key 


Description 


name 


The name of the component. 


id 


Unique ID for the component. 


meta-data-mutability 


Indicates whether the meta-data is mutable. 


time-stamp 


The time at which the instance of the 


component was created. 


component-signatures 


One or more signatures based on the 


component excluding the meta-data. 


meta-data-signatures 


One or more signatures based on the content of 


the local meta-data excluding the meta-data- 




signature element itself. 



Table 1 



the component, may be stored separately from other meta-data to improve efficiency, 
due to the frequency with which the meta-data items are accessed. Certain of the 
meta-data keys listed in Table 1, such as "name", will be given values by a programmer 
or content developer, while others, such as "compilation-time" and "id" will be 
1 0 generated by a compiler, linker, development environment, or release tool. 

As indicated in Table 1, the name and id meta-data elements identify a 
specific component, and the time-stamp indicates when the component was created or 
released. The "meta-data-mutability" element consists of a set of boolean flags that 
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indicates whether and in what manner the component meta-data may be overridden or 
extended by the mechanism described below. In a preferred embodiment of the 
invention, the flags include "override-values ," "extend-values", "insecurely-extend- 
values," add-new-standard-values," and "add-new-nonstandard-values." 

The override-values flag determines whether 'overridable' meta-data 
elements are allowed to be overridden. The extend-values flag indicates whether 
'extendible' and 'insecurely-extendible' meta-data elements may be extended. 
Previously unspecified standard meta-data elements may be added with all except 
'insecurely-extendible' elements when the add-new-standard-values flag is set. The 
add-new-non-standard-values flag allows previously unspecified non-standard meta- 
data elements to be added with all elements, including 'insecurely-extendible' values. 
Operations permitted by appropriate settings of the foregoing flags are subject to 
authentication and authorization as described below. On the contrary, the insecurely- 
extend-values flag allows 'insecurely-extendible' meta-data elements to be extended 
without requiring authentication. Preferably, the flags are all false by default. 

The meta-data elements listed in Table 1 comprise a standard set of meta-data 
elements that should be present in all components. However, in accordance with the 
principles of the present invention, meta-data associated with a component may include 
an essentially arbitrary set of meta-data elements, such as the exemplary meta-data 
elements listed in Table 2. One skilled in the art will understand that the meta-data 
elements listed in Tables 1 and 2 are by no means exhaustive; rather, they are merely 
suggestive of the types of information that may be recorded in meta-data elements. 

The "standard" and "non-standard" meta-data elements differ in that the 
standard elements have a predefined meaning within a given software component 
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Meta-data Key 



Description 



documentation 

licensing 
localization 

optimization 

platform 

product-id 

supplement-signature 

support 

requires 

vendor-id 

vendor-name 

version 



A pointer to support information, such as 
documentation about the component. 

Licensing information. 

Specifies information used to adapt the 
component to differing locales. 

Indicates whether and how a component is 
optimized, e.g., for space or execution speed. 

Indicates the platform(s) on which the 
component may be used. 

A vendor supplied product identifier 

One or more signatures based on the content 
of the supplement, excluding the supplement- 
signature itself. 

Telephone numbers, e-mail addresses, web 
sites where customer support may be 
obtained. 

A list of other components that this 
component needs to be able to function 
properly. 

A unique identifier for a vendor. 

A text string with the name of the vendor. 

A version number. 



Table Table 2 



architecture and have defined type signatures and mutability attributes. For instance, 
the standard "time-stamp" element must always have a type appropriate for containing 
date/time data and will also be immutable. When any instance of a standard meta-data 
element having an inappropriate data type or mutability attribute is encountered, the 
system may produce errors. Non-standard meta-data elements, on the other hand, do 
not have predefined meanings, data types, or mutability settings. Indeed, different 
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components may use the same non-standard meta-data in different and incompatible 
ways. Preferably, a component architecture specifies a naming convention to 
distinguish between standard and non-standard meta-data elements. Such a convention 
might even be automatically enforced by the system. 

Some of the meta-data elements in Tables 1 and 2 are digital signatures. 
As such they are designed to be tamper proof elements that may be used to 
authenticate, or validate, the corresponding component, meta-data, or meta-data 
supplement. One method of signing data involves applying a known cryptographic 
digesting algorithm to the content being signed to obtain a digest or hash of the 
content. The digest is then encrypted using a private key of a signing party to produce 

a digital signature. 

Another party may then authenticate the signature by computing the 
digest of the content using the same algorithm used by the signing party and comparing 
the results to the result of decrypting the signature with the public key of the signing 
party. Applied Cryptography, Second Edition : Protocols, Algorithms, and Source 
Code in C, by Bruce Schneier, published by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. in 1996, which is 
incorporated herein, provides additional information on the use and implementation of 
digital signatures. 

Meta-data 13, which is preferably embedded within component 10, is 
referred to as local meta-data or component meta-data. Local meta-data is fully 
determined when the component is built and may not be changed thereafter. 
Additional meta-data may be associated with a component using meta-data 
supplements as shown in FIG, 2. 

Meta-data supplement 20 is a special type of component in which 
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content 12 contains meta-data elements 21 that extend, modify, or override meta-data 
13 of a specified component referred to as the target component. Meta-data in meta- 
data supplement 20 relating to the target component is referred to as target meta-data. 
Because a meta-data supplement is itself a component, it has its own meta-data, 
5 including the standard meta-data elements, as well as other meta-data elements such as 

a timestamp and possibly a signature. This supplement meta-data applies to the 
supplement itself, whereas the target meta-data applies to the target component. 

As shown, meta-data supplement 20 includes target meta-data element 
identifies the target component of the meta-data supplement. The value of the target 

1 0 meta-data element is a unique identifier for a component and may be a string, such as a 

filename or a Universal Resource Locator (URL), or a suitable unique id number. As 
an example, target meta-data element 21 of FIG. 2, has a value of "A03EF28719A," 
corresponding to the value of id meta-data element 22 of component 10. Therefore, 
component 10 is the target of the meta-data supplement. 

1 5 Referring now to FIG. 3, a procedure for applying a meta-data 

supplement to meta-data associated with a component is now described. Procedure 25 
begins by initializing a current set of meta-data to the meta-data associated with a 
target. Any signatures associated with the current meta-data are authenticated, or 
verified, at 30 as described above. A signature that fails verification may have been 

2 0 corrupted or tampered with and should be dropped from the current meta-data. 

At 30, the meta-data-mutability attribute of the current meta-data is 
checked. If the value of the meta-data-mutability element precludes modification of 
the meta-data, then the procedure is terminated. The procedure is also terminated 
unless at least one signature is successfully authenticated, or there is at least one meta- 
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data element that is insecurely-extendable. Otherwise, meta-data supplements may be 
applied to the current meta-data. 

At 3 1, a meta-data supplement applicable to the target component 
being updated is located and retrieved. This may be done by looking for meta-data 
supplements in specified locations on the local computer or across a network to a 
component repository. Details of locating components based on its meta-data, e.g., 
the target-id meta-data, are described more fully in the commonly owned U.S. patent 
application filed concurrently herewith entitled "CONSTRAINT-BASED LOCATION 
AND BINDING OF SOFTWARE COMPONENTS" [CURL-003], which is 
incorporated herein in its entirety. 

A meta-data supplement is verified, at 32, by authenticating any 
signatures associated with the supplement. Signatures that fail authentication are 
dropped. Then, compatibility between the current meta-data and target meta-data is 
checked, at 33. Component and target meta-data are compatible when (1) standard 
meta-data elements are present and have the proper data type and mutability attributes, 
(2) target meta-data elements have data types and mutability attributes that are 
compatible with corresponding meta-data element in the current meta-data, if such 
elements exists, and (3) no elements have a mutability attribute of 'immutable'. 

After all meta-data supplements have been processed, they are sorted, 
at 35, according to their time stamp. This is done so that earlier released meta-data 
supplements are applied before later meta-data supplements. 

Then, the earliest timestamped supplement is applied to the current 
meta-data. First, at 37, the meta-data supplement is checked to see if it is authorized 
to modify the current meta-data. Various schemes may be used to determine whether 
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a meta-data supplement is authorized. In a simple scheme, a meta-data supplement 
may be authorized if it is signed by a signer that is recognized as being trustworthy, 
e.g., the signer is on a list of trusted signers. A more complex system may authorize a 
supplement if there is at least one common signer between the target meta-data and the 
current meta-data. That is, there are signatures associated with both the current and 
supplemental meta-data that may be decrypted using the same public key. Clearly, 
other authorization schemes may also be used with the present invention. Unauthorized 
supplements are discarded if the target meta-data is not insecurely extendible. Any 
remaining meta-data supplements are applied to the current meta-data at 38. 

Elements of the current meta-data are updated according to their 
mutability attributes. Supplemental meta-data elements cannot be immutable, 
otherwise, the supplement would have been discarded at step 33 for being 
incompatible. The value of an ovenidable meta-data element is replaced provided that 
the supplement was authenticated, and the override-values flag has been set in the 
component's meta-data-mutability. Extendable supplemental meta-data elements are 
appended to, or concatenated with, the value of corresponding elements in the current 
meta-data, provided that the supplement was authenticated, and the 'extend-values' 
flag of the component's meta-data-mutability attribute has been set. Similarly, for 
insecurely-extendable elements, the 'insecurely-extend-values 1 flag of the component's 
meta-data-mutability attribute must be set. In each case, if there is no corresponding 
meta-data element already in the current set, the supplemental meta-data element may 
only be added to the current meta-data if the add-new-values flag is set. If the 
appropriate flag is not set, the element will be ignored; alternatively implementations 
may reject the entire supplement if this occurs. 
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The process just described provides a generic method for updating 
meta-data associated with a component by applying one or more meta-data 
supplements. However, the form described may not be the most efficient for many 
applications. It is anticipated that a likely scenario involves a networked environment 
in which components may be imported or deployed on remote computers. In such a 
scenario the components may be stored in one or more component repositories 
connected to the network. When a component is needed, it may be retrieved from a 
repository. To improve efficiency, up-to-date component meta-data is preferably 
maintained by the repository. 

A simplified schematic representation of a network is shown in FIG. 4, 
including computers 41 and 42, and server 43 , interconnected by wide area network 
44, e.g., the Internet. Computer 45 and server 46 are also connected to network 44 
via local area network 47. Well known protocols, such as TCP/IP, and HTTP, 
coupled with naming schemes, such as the Uniform Resource Identifier (URI) 
developed for use on the World Wide Web ("Web"), enable data and information to be 
exchanged between the computers and servers. Components stored in component 
repositories 48 and 49 may then be accessed or imported by components located 
elsewhere in the network. So that, for example, an application program executing on 
computer 41 may import a spreadsheet component from component repository 48 and 
a data visualization component from component repository 49. 

In such a network environment, the process shown in FIG. 3 may be 
performed as part of typical component repository operations, such as adding or 
removing a new component, meta-data supplement, or trusted signer. FIG. 5, is a flow 
chart for adding a new component to a component repository in accordance with the 
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principles of the present invention. Note, that only those process step relevant to the 
processing of component meta-data are shown or discussed, other unrelated steps may 
also be performed when a component is added to a repository. 

When a new component is added, any meta-data associated with the 
5 component is extracted and cached in the repository, at step 51, so that it may be easily 

and quickly retrieved without having to extract it from the component itself. This is 
done to improve efficiency of other operations performed on components in the 
repository. For example, some components may be too large to store in the 
repository, in which case, the repository may contain a pointer to the component, such 

10 as a Uniform Resource Locator ("URL"). By caching the component's meta-data in 

the repository, the meta-data may be accessed without having to access and process 
the component. Each cached overridable meta-data elements should marked with the 
timestamp of the underlying component, as shown at steps 52 and 53. 

Component signatures in the meta-data component being added are 

1 5 then validated at step 54. As described above, validating a signature requires access to 
a signing party's public key. If a signing party's public key for a meta-data signature 
cannot be found, then the corresponding signature should be marked as not validated. 
A signature that has not been validated may be validated at a later time when a public 
key is found. However, if a public key is found and the signature fails to be validated 

2 0 then the signature is removed from the meta-data. Meta-data signatures are validated 

in an analogous manner. These steps correspond to step 30 of the flowchart in FIG. 3. 

Signatures that have been validated may then be checked against a list 
of trusted signatories kept by the repository. Components that are signed by at least 
one trusted signatory are marked as trusted components. Alternative schemes may 



- 18- 



also be used wherein components may be assigned different levels of trust based, for 
example, on the highest level of trust of any component signatory, or on the number of 
trusted signatories. Components without any trusted signatories may be removed from 
the repository, or simply marked as untrusted, depending on the security policy 
objectives of the repository. 

Optionally, additional meta-data elements may be added to the 
component meta-data cached by the repository to provide other useful information. 
For instance, meta-data elements containing the date and time a component was added 
to a repository may be added to the cached meta-data. 

A flow chart of a corresponding process for adding a meta-data 
supplement to a repository is shown in FIG. 6. First, at 61, the meta-data supplement 
is analyzed to determine if it is compatible with the standard meta-data elements as 
described above in connection with step 33 of FIG. 3 . An incompatible meta-data 
supplement is discarded. 

Then the repository is searched to locate target components determined 
by the target meta-data element of the meta-data supplement. Multiple components 
may be found, for example, when the repository includes multiple versions of the same 
component in different delivery formats or with different optimizations. For each 
component found in the repository, the meta-data is updated as described below. 

The cached meta-data for the target component is retrieved, at step 62, 
and its meta-data-mutability attribute checked as in step 30 of FIG. 3. If the attribute 
does not allow for changes, then processing of the current component is skipped. 
Otherwise, at step compatibility of the target meta-data with the current state of the 
cached meta-data is verified as described with reference to step 33 of FIG. 3. If the 
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supplement is not compatible then no further processing of the meta-data supplement 
for the current component is required. 

At step 66, the supplement is authorized against the component and 
applied to the cached meta-date as described above with regard to steps 37 and 38 of 
FIG. 3. In updating overridable meta-data elements, the value of existing meta-data 
element having timestamps later then the timestamp of the meta-data supplement are 
not updated. And, if an overridable element is updated, the timestamp of the 
overridable element value is set to the timestamp of the meta-data supplement. 

Lastly, if any new signatures were added to the cached meta-data by the 
supplement, the new signatures are validated and marked or dropped as described 
above in connection with FIG. 3. In addition, the component may need to be marked 
as trusted if the new signatory is on the list of trusted signatories. 

The remaining repository operations are handled as follows. When a 
new trusted signatory is added to the list of signatories trusted by the repository, each 
component marked as untrusted must be examined to see if it was signed by the new 
trusted signatory. If a trusted signer is removed, then all components in the repository 
must be reexamined to determine if it is still signed by a trusted signatory. The 
components are then re-marked as trusted or untrusted as appropriate. 

If so, the component may then be marked as trusted. Removing a 
component also results in the removal of any meta-data supplements associated with 
that component, unless of course, the meta-data supplement still applies to other 
components still in the repository. Removing a meta-data supplement is a potentially 
expensive operation, because the meta-data associated with any component affected by 
the supplement must be computed from scratch, by for example, removing the 
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components and supplements from the repository and re-adding them to the repository 
as described above. As an alternative to removing a supplement, it may be possible to 
add a new supplement overriding the meta-data elements to be removed. 

While preferred illustrative embodiments of the present invention are 
described above, it will be evident to one skilled in the art that various changes and 
modifications may be made without departing from the invention. It is intended in the 
appended claims to cover all such changes and modifications which fall within the true 
spirit and scope of the invention. 
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What Is Claimed Is: 

1 . A method of updating meta-data associated with a component, 
wherein the meta-data includes a plurality of meta-data elements, the method 
comprising: 

verifying signatures associated with the component meta-data; 
accepting a first meta-data supplement comprising a plurality of meta- 
data elements; 

verifying signatures associated with the first meta-data supplement; 
authenticating the first meta-data supplement; and 
updating the meta-data elements associated the component with values 
of the plurality of meta-data elements associated with the first meta-data supplement. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the component comprises a 
content portion and a meta-data portion, and wherein verifying signatures associated 
with the component meta-data comprises: 

computing a digest of the content portion; 

decrypting the signature with a public key of the signer; and 

comparing the computed digest with the decrypted signature. 

3. The method of claim 2 wherein the first meta-data supplement 
comprises a component having a content portion and a meta-data portion, and wherein 
verifying signatures associated with the first meta-data supplement comprises: 

computing a digest of the content portion of the first meta-data 

supplement; 
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decrypting the signature with a public key of the signer of the first 
meta-data supplement; and 

comparing the computed digest with the decrypted signature. 

4. The method of claim 3 wherein authenticating the first meta- 
data supplement comprises determining if the component and the first meta-data 
supplement have a common signer. 

5. The method of claim 1 further comprising 

accepting a second meta-data supplement comprising a second plurality 
of meta-data elements; 

verifying signatures associated with the second meta-data supplement; 

authenticating the second meta-data supplement; 

sorting the first and second meta-data supplements to provide a sorted 
plurality of meta-data supplements; and 

updating the meta-data associated with the component with values of 
corresponding meta-data elements from the sorted meta-data supplements. 

6. The method of claim 5 wherein each meta-data supplement 
includes a time stamp, and sorting the first and second meta-data supplements 
comprises sorting the meta-data supplements according to the time stamps. 
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7. The method of claim 6 further comprising verifying 
compatibility between a the meta-data associated with a component and a meta-data 
supplement. 



8. The method of claim 7 wherein verifying compatibility 
comprises determining that like-named meta-data elements associated with the 
component and the meta-data supplement have the compatible types and compatible 
mutability attributes. 

9. A method for use with digital components, the method 

comprising: 

accepting a digital component, the digital component comprising 
content and component meta-data; 

accepting a first meta-data supplement, the first meta-data supplement 
comprising first target meta-data and first supplement meta-data; 

updating the component meta-data with the first target meta-data. 

1 0. The method of claim 9 further comprising: 
storing the digital component; and 

storing a copy of the component meta-data, 

wherein updating the component meta-data comprises updating the 
copy of the component meta-data. 
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1 1 . The method of claim 10 further comprising: 
accepting a second meta-data supplement, the second meta-data 

supplement comprising second target meta-data and second supplement meta-data; 

updating the component meta-data with the second target meta-data. 

12. The method of claim 10 further comprising sorting the first and 
second target meta-data, wherein updating the component meta-data with the first and 
second target meta-data comprises updating the component meta-data with the sorted 
target meta-data. 

13. The method of claim 12 wherein sorting the first and second 
target meta-data comprises sorting the first and second meta-data chronologically. 

14. The methods of claim 9 further comprising: 
determining whether the component meta-data is mutable; and 
determining whether the target meta-data is compatible with the 

component meta-data. 

15. The method of claim 14 wherein the component meta-data and 
target meta-data each comprise a plurality of meta-data elements having an associated 
name, type, value, and mutability attribute, and where in determining whether the 
target meta-data is compatible with the component meta-data comprises: 

selecting a first meta-data element from the target meta-data; 
determining whether the component meta-data includes a like-named 
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meta-data element; 

determining whether the first meta-data element and the like-named 
meta-data element have compatible mutability attributes; and 

determining whether the first meta-data element and the like-named 
meta-data element have compatible types. 

1 6. The method of claim 1 5 wherein the component meta-data 
includes a first meta-data signature and the target meta-data includes a second meta- 
data signature, the method further comprising: 

verifying the first and second meta-data signatures; and 

updating the component meta-data with the first target meta-data only 

if the meta-data signatures are successfully verified and the first and second meta-data 

signatures are from the same signer. 

17. The method of claim 16 wherein the first and second meta-data 
signatures comprise digital signatures using public key cryptography. 

1 8 . The method of claim 9 further comprising: 
storing the digital component in a repository ; and 
storing the first meta-data supplement in the repository; 

wherein updating the component meta-data with the first target meta- 
data is performed when the first-meta data is stored in the repository. 
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19. Apparatus for processing digital components, the apparatus 

comprising: 

a storage device; and 

a server, wherein the server is programmed to: 

accept a digital component, the digital component comprising 
content and component meta-data; 

store the digital component on the storage device; 

accept a first meta-data supplement, the first meta-data 
supplement comprising first target meta-data and first supplement meta-data; 

store the first meta-data supplement on the storage device; and 

update the component meta-data with the first target meta-data. 



20. The apparatus of claim 19 wherein the server is further 
programmed to: 

accept a second meta-data supplement, the second meta-data 
supplement comprising second target meta-data and second supplement meta-data; 

store the second meta-data supplement on the storage device; 

and 

update the component meta-data with the second target meta- 
data. 



21 . The apparatus of claim 20 wherein the server is further 
programmed to use the first and second target meta-data in chronological order when 
updating the component meta-data. 
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22. The apparatus of claim 20 wherein the server is further 
programmed to verify digital signatures associated with the component and target 
meta-data. 

23 . A method of updating meta-data associated with a component, 
wherein the meta-data includes a plurality of meta-data elements, the method 
comprising: 

verifying signatures associated with the component meta-data; 

accepting a plurality of meta-data supplements, each comprising a 
plurality of meta-data elements; 

verifying signatures associated with each one of the plurality of meta- 
data supplement; 

authenticating each one of the plurality of meta-data supplement; and 
updating meta-data elements associated the component with values of 
corresponding meta-data elements from the plurality of meta-data supplements. 

24. The method of claim 25 wherein each meta-data supplement 
includes a time stamp, the method further comprising sorting the meta-data 
supplements according to the time stamps. 

25. The method of claim 24 wherein updating the meta-data 
associated with the component with values of corresponding meta-data elements 
comprises updating the meta-data associated with the component with values of 
corresponding meta-data elements from the sorted meta-data supplements. 
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Abstract of the Disclosure 
Methods and apparatus are provided for associating meta-data with 
digital components and for updating the meta-data with meta-data supplements. 
Security provisions are included to ensure unauthorized updates are not permitted. 
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